DISCOVERY OF NITRO-GLYCERINE
way of demonstrating the explosive power of pyro-glycerine is to
place a drop on a watch-glass, and cause it to explode with a
red-hot platinum needle."
Owing to the explosive properties of nitro-glycerine Sobrero did
not succeed in determining its composition. Theoretic con-
siderations, and its similarity to nitro-mannite, led him to the view
that it was formed through " the substitution of two equivalents
of water, with two equivalents of nitric acid anhydride."
In point of fact, nitro-glycerine is known to consist of glycerine-
trinitrate, having the chemical formula C3H5O3(NO2)3.
Five months later, Sobrero stated in a lecture dealing with his
investigations which he gave at a scientific congress in Venice,
with regard to nitro-glycerine: " It is not yet possible to say
anything as to the use that may one day be found for this liquid
substance, which can be exploded by a shock ; future experience
alone will show us."
He seems to have had somewhat greater expectations of nitro-
mannite—pyro-mannite or explosive mairnite as he used to call
it—which he hoped would be used for percussion caps. When,
however, in 1853, 400 grammes of nitro-mannite exploded in the
laboratory of the Turin arsenal through spontaneous combustion,
and caused fairly extensive devastation, he seems to have given
up the hopes that he had placed in this substance.
When, in the 'sixties, Alfred Nobel found a means for the practical
use of nitro-glycerine, Sobrero wished to follow his example, and
he attempted in 1873 to found a factory in Tuscany for the manu-
facture of a kind of dynamite which he called melanine, and which
was to consist of nitro-glycerine that had been absorbed by a mixture
of powdered charcoal and a kind of natural silicious earth (from
Santa Fiora in Tuscany). Sobrero would seem, however, to have
had greater gifts as a scientist than as a practical man, and the
proposal did not come to anything. On the other hand, ha was
73

